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earn the social status that we are born 
into. Yet, we seem to think that the 
rewards merited within our system are 
based on hard work and equal 
opportunity, not race and class. 

However, putting race aside, just 
for a moment, consider the educational 
system. Many have called our system 
of education the great equalizer- 
positing our system as a means 
through which those born into the 
lower ranks of our country are able to 
"pull themselves up by their 
bootstraps." However, the educational 
system is far from opening the door of 
equal opportunity to the children in this 
county. Steven J. McNamee and 
Robert K. Miller, authors of The 
Meritocracy Myth, summarizes this 
problem well: 

"Working-class children get 
working class educations, middle- 
class children get middle-class 
educations, and upper-class 
children get upper-class 
educations. In each case, children 
from these different backgrounds 
are groomed for different roles that 
they will likely fill as adults. In this 
way, education largely reproduces 
existing inequalities across 
generations. [...] The public schools 
attended by children from higher- 
income families are better because 
a significant portion of school 
funding comes from local property 
taxes (U.S. Department of 
Education 2000, Table 160 and 
Figure 11), which produce more 
revenue in privileged residential 
areas. 

But this is only part of the story. 
Schools in these areas are "better" 



for reasons other than amount of 
economic resources spent on 
students. High-income families, 
living in high-income residential 
areas, not only provide a strong tax 
base that can be tapped to fund 
quality schools; such families also 
have the political clout needed to 
more effectively demand quality 
education for their children." 
While this is statistically evident, 
consider for a moment the few who 
have "pulled themselves up by their 
bootstraps," and made it to college. 
While many are easily caught up in this 
little American Dream narrative as it 
connects to education; quickly the 
other side of the coin is forgotten-that 
being the commodification of labor- 
supply and demand. Labor functions 
under the same demands as the rest of 
the market and as such, an increase in 
college degrees means that the overall 
value of those degrees is lessened. 
McNamee and Miller discuss this 
problem as well: 

Educational achievement has 
been accompanied by the 
development of an elaborately 
differentiated structure of tiers and 
quality levels. (...) For example, 
when working-class children 
became better represented in high 
school, college became the key to 
higher social status. When working- 
and lower-middle-class children 
began to enter college in larger 
numbers, the system shifted again 
to a higher point, and graduate or 
professional school has become 
the key to higher social status. 
Thus, increases in educational 
attainment are completely 



compatible with stable levels of social inequality and class reproduction. 

This problem is evident on any college campus. Most students who desire a 
higher wage level, which is generally thought to be merited to those who earn a 
college degree, are now forced to go onto graduate school in order to be eligible for 
the higher paying entry level jobs. The horror stories of people with bachelor's 
degrees who end up waiting tables, rather than working in their field, are common to 
most college students. While many consider this to be mostly rumor, the sad truth is 
that this is more real than we want to believe. 

While I site only a few key sources for the sake of time (and I encourage you to 
investigate the sheer amount of data on this subject)-quantitative analysis clearly 
shows equal opportunity and meritocracy to be myths as supports for the American 
Dream. Thus, our question: if the myth of equal opportunity and meritocracy are so 
evident that even popular publications are beginning to realize the problems, and if 
quantitative analysis prove them false, then why is the belief in the American Dream 
and equal opportunity still so wide spread? 

Well, the answer is narrative. The first article in the series released by The Wall 
Street Journal reveals this dilemma. While it was the point of their article to discuss 
the current social stratification which exists in our country, they made an attempt to 
balance their critique by supporting the American Dream with narrative. They told 
stories of Benjamin Franklin and Andrew Carnegie, and other similar success 
narratives. However, they did not cite a single statistic regarding the positive side of 
the American Dream. In fact, there is no such uncontrived statistic or set of statistics 
that show this to be the land of opportunity-the only support for the American Dream 
is story telling. 

Granted, there is nothing wrong with story telling-there is nothing wrong with 
narrative. However, the narrative becomes dangerous when it begins to allow the 
pendulum to swing the other direction. When the narrative begins to explain why 
those at the bottom of our system haven't succeeded; when the narrative begins to 
become a force of oppression and ignorance to those at the bottom of the system; 
when the narrative begins to allow lawmakers and generally rational citizens to 
stigmatize those on the lower end-this is when we must begin to rethink the use of 
narrative as the only support for a myth. 

How long will we continue to tell stories while in reality 3 million people remain 
homeless? How long will we continue to tell stories while 30 million remain in 
poverty? How long will we continue to tell stories while 30% of America is working 
poor? 
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